One of the main problems we have with extracting history from the biblical text is that many personages and events are attested in no other source. This applies to the seminal period of the Israelite monarchy's beginnings, with the reigns of David and Solomon. Not only are there no other written sources, but the archaeology is currently disputed. Without other reliable sources we are thrown back on trying to evaluate the biblical account, with all its problematic features. I propose here to use the story of the medieval Spanish hero known as El Cid to illumine the historical process involved in appraising the biblical account.
1
The Story of Rodrigo Díaz (El Cid)
We have some sources for the life and deeds of Rodrigo that were written during his lifetime or shortly afterward. This makes them primary sources. The earliest is probably the Latin poem, Carmen Campi Doctoris.1 It has not a lot of information, but it was probably written even while the Cid was still alive. The most famous source is probably the Cantar de mio Cid (or Poema de mio Cid), but this is accepted by modern scholars to be quite unreliable. 4 It was composed at the latest by 1204 but is probably several decades older. The relationship of this work to history and the historical sources will be discussed at some length in the rest of this paper (referred to hereafter simply as Cantar).
Rodrigo's Life as Reconstructed by a Historian5
Rodrigo was born about 1045. He is associated with the town of Vivar, though it is not clear that this is an early datum. He seems to have been of noble origins, though not in the forefront of aristocratic families, even though the Cantar makes him the son of a miller (par. 148, lines 3377-81). He was thus brought up to be a soldier, which was his life's work. We do not have the details of his training or early experiences, but as a young man he had established a reputation as a military leader and fighter. Sources mention success in a number of single combats. At this time Spain was divided between the Christian north (the old Visigothic kingdom) and the Muslim south, or al-Andalus. The Muslim area had been controlled by an Umayyad dynasty, centering on Córdoba, for 250 years from the mid-eight century. But the Umayyad caliphate declined and collapsed by 1031, and al-Andalus split into a number of small independent states or principalities. Originally perhaps more like city-states (since they were based on the old provinces of the caliphate), a number engulfed others
